46 years later, Diné communities still battle uranium fallout
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CHURCHROCK,N.M. — The
Navajo Nation Environmental
Protection Agency is pursuing
an ambitious strategy to clean
up the toxic legacy of uranium
mining, even as tribal leaders
and community advocates
continue to demand justice,
protection of sacred lands and
accountability for decades of
environmental harm.

At the center of this strategy
is the Navajo EPA’s interest
in deploying high-pressure
slurry ablation technology to
remove and treat radioactive
waste from abandoned uranium
mines scattered across the res-
ervation. The method, original-
ly developed for mining opera-
tions, is now being adapted for
environmental remediation.

“So our own statute makes
it a requirement of the Navajo
EPA to seek out and apply avail-
able treatment technologies,”
said Stephen Etsitty, the Navajo
EPA director, “and we have that
with the advent of high-pres-
sure slurry ablation technology,
which did come from a mining
use initially. But now we're
looking to apply it to remediate
your abandoned uranium mine
waste.”

Etsitty explained that the
technology could reduce the
danger and amount of waste
while also preventing radioac-
tive materials from leaching
into groundwater.

“We want to use this technol-
ogy ifitis going to be helpful at
reducing toxicity of the waste,
reducing volumes and reducing
the potential for remaining
waste to leach into the ground-
water,” he said. “One of the
things that a lot of people like
to take off the table is ground-
water, because they say we live
in an arid environment, but
groundwater is so important
that even though we live in an
arid environment. We need to
always be vigilant about how
we can protect it.”

Tribal oversight faces
limits along federal

transport routes
But the cleanup effort is
complicated by jurisdictional
constraints. Uranium is cur-
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A warning sign in English and Diné Bizaad marks the boundary of a contaminated uranium site near Red
Water Pond Road. More than 500 abandoned uranium mines remain across the Navajo Nation, many still

awaiting cleanup.

rently being transported across
Navajo lands through federal
highways, where tribal authori-
ty is limited.

“There is uranium trans-
port happening on the reser-
vation, and there are a lot of
reasons for that,” Etsitty said.
“The number one thing is we
could not stop it because the
transport route is on a federal
highway, and the USDOT, the
federal government preempts
states and tribes from enforcing
or developing regulations that
would be stricter than the U.S.
Department of Transportation
regulations.”

Despite this limitation, the
Navajo EPA is inspecting each
transport to ensure safety com-
pliance.

“We areregulating, and we
are inspecting each truck to
make sure that they are safe,
and they are indeed meeting all
of the DOT standards. That’s
the best that we can do,” Etsitty
said. He added that more than
450 trucks had been inspected
so far.

Tribal law used to stop
mine near Grand Canyon

Etsitty also cited a 2013
victory in halting the proposed
WATE (Pinyon Plain) uranium
mine near the Grand Canyon
as an example of how tribal
laws can be enforced to protect
both the Navajo Nation and its
neighbors.

“We went down there, and
we did not give access to that
company to get to their private
property to mine that urani-

m,” he said. “The Arizona
departments were looking to
permit it because they couldn’t
provide secured access. They
said, ‘We can’t permit you, that
mine doesn’t exist.””

“Iwould just like to leave that
in your mind so that, you know
these laws that we have can be
put to the beneficial use for us
and for our neighboring tribal
communities,” he added.

Permitting delays stall
reginal waste disposal

plans
The agency is also navigating

the slow permitting process
surrounding the Red Rock Re-
gional Landfill, where the U.S.
EPA plans to dispose of radioac-
tive tailings from mine sites at
Red Water Pond Road and Casa-
mero Lake. The landfill still
needs both a solid waste and
groundwater discharge permit
from the state of New Mexico.

“The Red Rock Regional
landfill owners have to apply
for permits from the state of
New Mexico,” Etsitty said.

“So we understand that those
discussions have started, but
the permitting process can take
several years to.”

In the meantime, Etsitty
said alternative sites such as
Ambrosia Lake are being eval-
uated.

“We're hoping that we might
find those other locations as
potential alternatives, and if, if
we're so fortunate, we might be
able to start moving waste if we
iron out the details in that even
before the state finishes their
permitting processes,” he said.

Despite efforts to act quick-
ly, some have raised concerns
about the U.S. EPA’s deci-

sion-making process and the
exclusion of alternatives like
the White Mesa Mill in Utah.

“Well, we think EPA could
have done a better job evalu-
ating alternatives. The White
Mesa Mill wasn'’t given its due
consideration,” Etsitty said.

Still, Etsitty maintained that
the Navajo EPA would continue
to enforce Navajo law and block
new uranium development
when necessary.

“We're going to continue to
use our laws, and we’re going to
continue to use that to fight the
new uranium projects,” he said.

Community voices call for
justice and remembrance

As the community marked
the 46th anniversary of the
1979 uranium tailings spill at
Church Rock - the largest ac-
cidental release of radioactive
material in U.S. history - lead-
ers and advocates reiterated
their commitment to justice
and cleanup.

New Mexico Rep. D. Won-
da Johnson, who represents
Church Rock and surrounding
communities, shared a person-
al story that has defined her
advocacy.

“I'was 11 years old during
the (1979) uranium spill. And I
was standing on the front porch
with my grandmother, and she
watched her sheep fall over,
her cattle, her horses, and her
cornfield get destroyed,” John-
son recalled. “She picked up her
apron and she wiped her tears.
And she said, what will I leave
my grandchildren now?”

Her grandmother’s cries left
an indelible mark on her. She
told the gathered crowd at the
46th annual Uranium Tail-
ings Spill Commemoration on
Saturday her grandmother’s
words and the spill continue
to motivate her to fight for her
community.

Johnson added, “I'm very,
very disappointed in our Na-
vajo Nation. I think we need
to continue to say no to the
continuing work at Crownpoint
and right here around the
corner, Church Rock. It’s very
devastating.”

She said she plans to intro-
duce legislation in Santa Fe to
fund permanent signs or even
a monument commemorating

Red Water Pond Road’s environ-
mental struggle.

In Washington, lawmakers
are also advancing compen-
sation for uranium-impacted
communities. Brian Lee, senior
field representative for U.S.
Sen. Ben Ray Lujan, outlined
key provisions of the recently
extended Radiation Exposure
Compensation Act, or RECA.

“We will always be a part of
these efforts, whether it’s here,
whether it’s Lupton, and we
will never ever forget what’s
happened here,” Lee said.

Lee warned of potential
exploitation as compensation
becomes available.

“There are a lot of people
who are going to pray on this.
The health care workers, the
attorneys, they’'re going to want
to demand a cut of your money,”
he said. “Be very cautious about
how they are approached with
that particular information.”

He urged community mem-
bers to gather documentation
and be ready when applications
open.

“This is preliminary. This is
our read of the bill. If this needs
to be corrected, we have two
years to fix it,” Lee said. “We
need to make sure we have peo-
ple who will support us in this
effort and talk to high school
seniors in the high schools and
make them the decision makers
now.”

Cal Curley, the field represen-
tative for U.S. Rep. Teresa Leger
Fernandez, added that the
RECA extension opens the door
for more inclusive eligibility
and future improvements.

“These RECA amendments
were one of the first bills I in-
troduced in Congress,” Curley
said, reading from a prepared
statement on behalf of the con-
gresswoman. “The extension of
RECA is only through Decem-
ber 31st, 2027. I will closely
follow the progress of cleanup
conducted with these funds and
continue to fight until the job is
done.”

Curley said education would
be key.

“I would suggest personally
that you all educate yourself
on the USDOJ website. If
you believe you have family,
friends that may be eligible,
they have two years to do
that,” he said.



